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THE GREAT ALTERNATIVE: AN APPEAL 
TO FORWARD-LOOKING CHRISTIANS 



REV. GEORGE HOLLEY GILBERT 

Dorset, Vermont 



Civilization has come to a parting of 
the way. We are passing, half uncon- 
sciously, some with ominous forebodings, 
others with hope, into a new world whose 
features no man can clearly trace. 
Humanity has been hurled into a roaring, 
seething caldron, where old forms — 
social, political, and religious — are being 
submerged, perhaps lost. Ancient bonds 
that have bound down one vast section 
of the human family, dwarfing their 
powers and impoverishing their lives, 
have been rent asunder, and church and 
state are now struggling wildly and 
passionately toward something different 
from the old and better. Over another 
kingdom whose history is black with 
crimes and whose rulers have blocked 
the course of human progress for many 
centuries we are hearing, through the 
gloom and above the clash of arms, the 
sound of the death knell. Across Cen- 
tral and Western Europe stretch two 
almost interminable battlefields whereon 
the youth of a dozen nations have laid 
down their lives not by the thousand 
merely but by the million — a sacrifice so 
appalling in its magnitude and so costly 
in its victims that nothing can ever 
atone for its occurrence in a moral 
universe save a new, vital, and enduring 
international brotherhood. And this 
sacrifice is still in the making. Wider 
and ever wider grow the fatal currents 
which are engulfing both the fruits of toil 



and the toilers themselves. The repub- 
lics of the New World are appearing for 
the first time on Old World battlefields. 
The life of our nation is being suddenly 
militarized. Our thoughts, our prayers, 
our energies, have been diverted to new 
and strange channels. From every ham- 
let in the land some youth has gone to 
the war or is going presently. Universal 
military training, long regarded as un- 
American, is being advocated as a 
necessary part of our educational system. 
If it is adopted, the business of war — 
defensive war, at least — may remain 
prominent in our national life for years 
or generations. Nor can one safely 
forecast the significance of other nation- 
wide changes incident to the war. How 
is it to affect woman? Modern Ama- 
zons form "battalions of death" and 
other thousands form battalions of life, 
to care for the wounded, the sick, and 
the dying. A million women in England 
are doing man's work in the manufacture 
of the means of war, to say nothing of 
those who have entered other new fields 
of labor. Perhaps two million women 
in Europe have already been doomed 
by the war to live out their lives without 
children of their own. How may such 
dislocations in the social system affect 
the future of women ? 

And what of men's thoughts and 
purposes? Are the multitudes to come 
out of the fires of the war with vision 
clarified and with ideals ennobled ? Are 



153 



154 



THE BIBLICAL WORLD 



they to have a deeper scorn for material 
conceptions of life? Is the war likely 
to make the rank and file more tender 
and sympathetic and unselfish? Will 
the nations, conquering or conquered, 
be humbled and chastened by the war, 
or will they, as in times past, vie with 
each other in glorifying their part in it, 
and suck from its memories an ever- 
increasing national pride ? 

II 

Our Christian civilization, we say, 
has come, somewhat as it did at the fall 
of the Roman Empire or again at the 
Renaissance, to a momentous parting 
of the way. Beyond the question, How 
shall we win the war? arises another 
and more difficult question, already 
deeply and widely discussed, How shall 
we guard the world against the recur- 
rence of such a catastrophe ? And this 
question is inseparable from a still larger 
one, How shall Christianity, to whose 
influence we owe the best in our spirit 
and in our life-purposes and yet under 
whose aegis this war was initiated — how 
shall Christianity, so called, be delivered 
from the intolerable incubus by which 
it is being suffocated? How shall this 
religion, with whose future the fortunes 
of our race are bound up, be delivered 
from bondage, and how shall the spiritual 
Leader of humanity receive something 
like justice from his followers ? 

If we win the war but do not study 
to answer this question by word and by 
deed, we shall have done but a part of 
our duty, and that the smaller part. 
To win the war appears to be necessary 
to the cause of human progress; but 
more necessary still is a deep and funda- 
mental change of view on the most 



subtle and powerful means of progress, 
to wit, our religious standard. 

But what is meant by doing justice to 
the Founder of that religion which is 
professed by all but one of the belliger- 
ents in this war? What is the Great 
Alternative, as old indeed as Christianity 
but never consistently heeded, which 
stands squarely at the portal of a truly 
Christian world ? The challenge of this 
alternative came to men with the coming 
of the gospel, but it comes anew at this 
time with a tremendous emphasis 
because the men who are responsible for 
the unutterable crime of instigating this 
war are members of the Christian church, 
"in good and regular standing." And 
the emphasis is heightened by the too 
common charge that the event of August 
1014 was a proof of the failure of Chris- 
tianity. This charge is not repelled by 
the counter-statement that the plotters 
and promoters of this crime are not 
truly members of the Christian church. 
That is an unwarrantable statement. 
The question is not one of the relation 
of two contending groups of men to the 
church; it is a question far deeper and 
of universal interest. It is the relation 
of the church as a whole, in all its his- 
tory, to the Bible and to the Founder of 
the Christian faith. It is in this rela- 
tionship that we are brought face to face 
with what may well be called the Great 

Alternative. 

Ill 

The facts may be stated thus: The 
Bible in its entirety has ever been and 
is now the standard of the church, 
clothed throughout with unique author- 
ity, being regarded as "the word of 
God." But the Founder of the Chris- 
tian faith called on men to follow him, 
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not Moses or Joshua or any other teacher 
of the old times; to do his sayings, to 
walk in his spirit, not to do the sayings 
of the Jewish Scriptures, and not to 
walk in the spirit of the kings of Israel 
or of Judah. And even this is not the 
whole case. The Founder of the Chris- 
tian faith clearly and expressly repu- 
diated — not so much in direct reference 
as by his own example and the bulk of 
his positive teaching — certain teachings 
of the Old Testament. 

It would be a long story were we to 
tell how far and why the early Christian 
generations failed to heed the Master 
and to secure a Christian standard, and 
also to tell how the subsequent genera- 
tions even to the present have persisted 
in the false position of the primitive 
church, and have made any departure 
from it vastly more difficult than it 
would have been in the beginning. But 
it is not needful to go into this story. 
The fact that the church has never had 
the standard of her Founder is incon- 
trovertible, and it is on this fact that 
we base our appeal. 

What is the significance of this fact ? 
Is it true that it cries to heaven against 
the disloyalty of the church ? Is it true 
that it seriously obscures and neutralizes 
the ideal which justified the appearance 
of a new religion nineteen centuries ago ? 
Is it true that it hampers and embar- 
rasses every legitimate activity of the 
Christian church in the world of today ? 
Is it true that it enables men of at least 
average conscientiousness in affairs of 
religion to defend this infamous war from 
the "sacred" armory of Scripture ? 

We submit that the fact in question 
does possess this terrible significance. 
Let it then be considered for a little. 



The Bible in its entirety is the stand- 
ard of the church and so of the Christian 
world; but the Bible in its entirety is 
not Christian. The greater part of it 
indeed is sub-Christian and not a little 
of it is clearly and unquestionably anti- 
Christian. Both these statements are 
absolutely confirmed by the gospel, and 
they are also established by the unfet- 
tered intelligence of the average reader. 

Take the first point. When Jesus 
set over against some of the common- 
places of the old morality a morality of 
his own, higher and more exacting, his 
act plainly stamped that earlier teaching 
as at least sub-Christian. From that 
moment it became negligible as a part 
of a Christian standard. It might 
remain of interest and even of value, 
but it ceased to have religious authority. 
It had been outgrown, superseded by 
something better. Again, when Jesus 
declared that the principle of love must 
include one's enemies in its working, 
he stamped the old principle that 
one should hate one's enemies as 
anti-Christian. For, obviously, if love 
of enemies is Christian, surely hatred 
of them is squarely the opposite of 
Christian. 

It is reported that the Kaiser, on 
October n, in the city of Sofia, in 
response to the toast of King Ferdinand, 
said, among other things, this: "We 
together with our Austro-Hungarian and 
Turkish allies, united in hatred of the 
enemy, will, with God's help, resist 
without faltering until the ideal in 
defense of which we have gone to war 
is won." If this report is correct, it 
furnishes an illustrious living proof that 
a man may stand solidly on the Scrip- 
tures and be a blameless church member, 
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while at the same time, in a fundamental 
ethical principle which determines his 
relation to other men, he is, by his own 
confession, clearly anti-Christian. 

This judgment of the Old Testament 
by the Master of the New is, from the 
nature of the case, regarded in the light 
of common unprejudiced intelligence, an 
inevitable judgment. To clothe the 
Bible as a whole with the mantle of 
supreme religious authority is not only 
to annul the claim of Jesus but also to 
stultify reason. What ! shall a man hold 
as the standard of faith and life a book 
that runs the entire gamut from primi- 
tive savagery up to pure spirituality? 
a book that in one place regards Jehovah 
as a god among other gods and again as 
the one and only God ? a book that now 
makes the acceptable worship consist 
in outward rites and again makes it 
exclusively a matter of the spirit? a 
book that preaches with equal emphasis 
the doctrine that God is especially the 
God of the Jews and also the doctrine 
that national distinctions do not count 
at all before him ? a book that in one part 
looks out upon a dark earthly Sheol 
beyond the grave and in another part 
looks up to a heavenly world and an 
immortal life? To hold this most 
heterogeneous collection of writings as 
one's religious standard is much the 
same as having no standard at all. For 
almost any belief and any course of 
action may appeal for sanction to its 
pages. Ridley and Latimer drew com- 
fort from it at the stake, and they who 
burned them to death justified the step 
from Scripture. It is friendly to Czar 
and Kaiser, to absolutism, political and 
religious, but at the same time it con- 
tains the charter of democracy. It is a 



deep mine of the miraculous, and again 
it highly discourages the seeker after 
signs and wonders. It is obvious, then, 
that one's attitude toward the Bible, in 
regarding it in its entirety as the supreme 
standard, is an offense against reason as 
well as disloyalty to the Founder of the 
Christian faith. 

IV 

If now these things cannot be gain- 
said, what ought we to do? If the 
Bible in its entirety is not the Christian 
standard, what is? And how are we 
to procure the true standard? The 
answers to these questions are at hand, 
indeed they have long been at hand, and 
their sufficiency is indisputable. The 
Christian standard is the life and teach- 
ing of Jesus, no more and no less. This 
standard, always intelligible in its main 
features, has been determined with great 
accuracy by the faithful devotion of the 
Christian scholars of the past fifty or 
seventy-five years. How Jesus lived 
and what he taught we know, not indeed 
to all the fulness of detail which we 
sometimes desire, but with substantial 
completeness. 

Here and here alone is the Christian 
standard. The Old Testament might 
fall away and a large part of the New 
also, but still the Christian world would 
have its lofty standard intact. It would 
have the Master and his message. It 
would have therefore the clearest word 
on God and human duty. It would 
have the supreme ideal and the supreme 
motive of religion. 

The Master and his message, the sole 
sufficient standard of the Christian 
world! What is less than this is sub- 
Christian, what is hostile to it is anti- 
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Christian, what agrees with it, though 
not Christian in name, is Christian in 
spirit. It offers a varied contrast to the 
present standard. The Christian stand- 
ard is simple; the standard of the church 
is complex. The Christian standard is 
self-consistent; the standard of the 
church is widely and multifariously 
inconsistent. The Christian standard 
is clear; the standard of the church is 
vague. The Christian standard is per- 
suasive and powerful to good; the 
standard of the church is in places low 
and promotive of evil. The Christian 
standard is fit for the young; the 
standard of the church is sometimes 
unfit for them. The Christian standard 
is one of principles; the standard of the 
church is one of mingled principles and 
statutes. The Christian standard is 
vital; the standard of the church is of ten 
obsolete and dead. The Christian 
standard is universal; the standard of 
the church is often particularistic and 
impracticable. The spirit of the Chris- 
tian standard is unmistakable and is 
always good; the spirit of the church's 
time-honored standard has many faces 
and is sometimes bad. 

But while the Master and his message 
constitute the sole and sufficient Chris- 
tian standard, we are not called upon to 
separate it utterly from all that is left 
in the Bible. We are only called upon 
to reduce the Bible to this standard. 
There are strains in the old prophets and 
the psalmists, strains also in the writings 
of the early disciples, which are so 
accordant with the spirit of the Christian 
standard, so forcible, moreover, and of 
such universally applicable teaching, 
that they worthily accompany the 
standard. It would be a sad and need- 



less impoverishment to separate these 
elements from the Christian standard. 
But the remaining nine-tenths of the 
Bible, more or less, which is neutral and 
religiously indifferent in character, or, 
if religious, is decidedly sub-Christian or 
even positively hostile to the Christian 
standard, this must be set apart by itself 
— a great mass of material which is of 
interest for the history of religion and 
the history of the Jews, but is in no 
sense and in no degree a part of the 
Christian standard. 

The alternative before the Christian 
world is the choice between the present 
religious standard and the distinctively 
Christian standard. Is it audacious to 
assume the existence of such an alterna- 
tive ? Only as it was audacious for the 
Master to discriminate between the 
traditions of men and the original law, 
or between various types of teaching in 
that law itself, or again between his 
teaching and that which the fathers had. 
Is it idle to expect the Christian world 
to meet this alternative in a rational 
manner? No more so than to expect 
that the ideals of the gospel are destined 
to be universally realized. He who has 
faith in these ideals will not be staggered 
by the difficulty of breaking away from 
any inherited error. 

Moreover the present time is favor- 
able for the beginning of this new refor- 
mation. The loosening of the hold of 
tradition on the minds of men, the 
enlargement of thought regarding the 
value of various religions, the vast 
revelation of truth that has come through 
the achievements of science, the revolu- 
tionizing investigation of the Scriptures 
in modern times, and finally the relative 
impotence of the church to impress even 
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upon its own members the simple 
essentials of the gospel — an impotence 
as obvious as the war — should all com- 
bine to gain a sympathetic hearing for 
this fundamental appeal. 

If statesmen are considering what 
the program of international commerce 
shall be after the war and what shall 
be done to insure an enduring peace 
among the nations, is it too early to 
raise an issue which is fundamental to 
the efficiency of that religion to which 
the world owes its impulse to strive for 
international brotherhood ? 

V 

But who shall undertake this greatest 
of reformations? Should we wait for 
another Martin Luther and for a new 
cleavage of the church into two parts, 
one of which will hold to the present 
standard and the other go forward to 
the standard of the Founder and his 
message ? Or should we say that, when 
the fulness of time comes, the church 
will arise as one man and, having cast 
off the bondage to its old standard, will 
enter at last into the heritage bestowed 
upon it by the Master ? Or should we, 
perhaps, hope that a number of like- 
minded men from different parts of the 
church will get together some good day 
and will gather out of the old bible both 
the historically accredited story of the 
Master, with his message, and also those 
other elements which, being in accord 
with the Christian standard, are worthy 
to appear with it ? 

To adopt any one of these attitudes 
would be equivalent to an indefinite 
postponement of the most fundamental 
duty of the church. The duty in ques- 



tion rests on the church because it rests 
on every individual who helps to make 
up the church. Therefore let every 
individual who has the vision declare 
it. Let him, first of all, go round about 
his Christian standard in the light of 
present-day knowledge, and see just 
what it is. Then let him, as a simple 
Christian duty, reduce the Scriptures to 
this measure. Let him seek, thereafter, 
in the spirit of the Master, to exalt the 
Master's standard. Let him refuse, as 
a Christian, to endorse anything in the 
Bible that does not accord with the 
Christian standard whether it was 
preached by Moses or the prophets or 
Paul. Let him refuse, quietly but 
firmly, to acknowledge as Christian any 
teaching or any life which does not 
clearly rest on the Master and his 
message. Let him discourage by every 
means in his power, always remembering 
to act in the Master's spirit, any practice 
and any institution within the church 
which tends to obscure the cardinal fact 
that, not on the Bible in its entirety but 
only on the Master and his message, 
can any enduring Christian fabric be 
built. Let him not fear that by reject- 
ing the authority of portions of the 
Bible he is harming the Christian reli- 
gion. That very thing was done by the 
Founder of this religion. On the con- 
trary, let him consider that to bring out 
by itself, free from all entanglements, the 
Christian content of the Bible is the very 
way to save it from debasement and to 
secure for it a fair and unimpeded course 
to the heart and conscience of the world. 
One step will lead to another. If the 
vision is current, men will find out ways 
to realize it. 
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We are summoned, then, to break 
with a venerable tradition, one deeply 
entrenched in our religious education 
and life. We are challenged to treat 
the Bible in the light of our highest 
revelation of truth. We are called by 
the joint authority of the Master and of 
our own unprejudiced reason to discard 
his name from our standard or else to 
discard from our standard whatever 
does not accord with him and his mes- 
sage. The Great Alternative is this: 
the present standard of the church or 



the Christian standard — which? The 
Bible in its entirety belongs, not in the 
pulpit and not in the Sunday school 
and not in the missionary field, but on 
the library shelf and on the table of 
the student of religions; the story of the 
Master and his message, together with 
those strains of the former and the later 
writings which are of a kindred spirit 
and which work to the same end, these 
must be recognized as the Christian 
standard, the Bible for a brightening 
future. 
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VIII. Individuality and the Nurture 
Process 

Though we have talked of " the child " 
throughout this discussion, "the child" 
is, after all, but an abstraction. What 
real life presents to us is not "the child" 
but children, as various, as different, as 
the blades of grass in the meadow or the 
leaves in the forest. We can never do 
our best for them until we understand 
how different they are. But when the 
significance of individuality dawns upon 
us we shall gladly recognize the differ- 
ences and stop applying to childhood a 
single religious prescription. 

Much as environment has to do with 
the making of the individual, children 
do not absolutely conform thereto; there 
is an active inner self tending ever to 
differentiate from all others. An excel- 
1 Pedagogical Seminary, XXIV, 180-203. 



lent illustration is afforded by a recent 
autobiographical account of "A Small 
Boy's Newspaper": 

My father argued Republicanism and I 
at once became a Republican. A friend 
decried yellow journalism and I at once 
became conservative in my newspaper 
management. My grandmother pondered 
much over the spiritualistic significance of 
dreams. I became interested in dreams. 
So it was with every early life-influence. 
Yet I became something more than a mere 
echo of my environment. My Republican- 
ism was not exactly like my father's. I was 
not half so conservative as my friend, and 
my dream ponderings soon became scien- 
tific instead of spiritualistic. My small 
germ of "original nature" and my gradual 
accumulation of experience combined to 
modify each imitation into a half-original 
creation. 1 



